Introduction
The sudden introduction of rams into a flock of anoestrous ewes will induce ovulation in the ewes, a phenomenon known as the 'ram effect' and which has been extensively reviewed (Knight, 1983; Martin et ah, 1986; Signoret, 1980; Signoret et ah, 1984) . The ram effect is widely used to advance the onset of the breeding season of sheep in France (Cognié et ah, 1980) and Australia (Pearce and Oldham, 1984) . The introduction of rams leads to a rapid increase in the frequency of pulsatile LH release in ewes which, in turn, leads to the stimulation of oestradiol secretion from a developing follicle (for review, see Martin et ah, 1986 ). An LH surge, ovulation and the formation of a corpus luteum then occur (Martin et al, 1986) . However, ovulation is usually not accompanied by oestrus and the corpus luteum that forms invariably regresses prematurely (Oldham and Martin, 1978) , resulting in a short oestrous cycle, typically of 5-7 days. Premature regression of the corpus luteum does not occur in hysterectomized ewes, indicating that the premature release of a luteolytic amount of uterine prostaglandin F2a is responsible for the short cycle phenomenon (Southee et ah, 1988; Hunter et al, 1989) .
If the introduction of rams is preceded by a 12 day period of pretreatment with a progestagen, ovulation is accompanied by oestrus and the ensuing corpus luteum functions normally (Oldham et al, 1980 (Oldham et al, ,1985 Pearce et al, 1985) . The period of progestagen pretreatment can be reduced to a single i.m. injection of 20 mg progesterone (Cognié et ah, 1982; Lindsay et ah, 1984; Hunter et ah, 1986) but, under these circumstances, ovulation is not accompanied by oestrus. The mechanism of action of progesterone on the developing ovulatory follicle(s) is not fully understood and it has been suggested that the prevention of the short cycles associated with the ram effect is mediated by a direct action of progesterone on the developing ovulatory follicles (Martin et ah, 1986 
Radioimmunoassays
The jugular venous concentration of LH was determined using a validated radioimmunoassay (Downing et ah, 1995). The LH antiserum (R29) was raised in rabbits against NIH-0LH-SI9 and showed < 0.1% crossreactivity with oFSH, oLH-a subunit, prolactin or bTSH (McNeilly et ah, 1986) . The range of the assay was 0.5-47.9 ng ml-1 with a sensitivity of 0.2 ng ml-1. The intra-and interassay coefficients of variation for a quality control of medium concentration were 3.4 and 8.1%, respectively. (Fig. 1) (Fig. 1 ). There were no significant differences between or within treatment and control groups.
Experiment 2
The injection of progesterone 60 and 36 h before a GnRH challenge had no detectable effect on the LH response to GnRH (Fig. 2a) . The maximum concentration of LH was not significantly different (Table 1 ) and occurred at the same time (10 min after GnRH injection) in all three groups of ewes.
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